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(57) Abstract 

The present invention comprises a sys- 
tem and method for reducing the pin count 
between a plurality of MAC and PHY de- 
vices within a switching element. In this em- 
bodiment, the switching element includes a 
plurality of general serial interfaces for pro- 
viding connections between respective MAC 
and PHY devices and each of the plurality 
of general serial interfaces operates at a first 
data rate. The system and method comprises 
a multiplexer coupled to the plurality of gen- 
eral serial interfaces and a pad member in- 
cluding a plurality of pins. The pad mem- 
ber is coupled to the multiplexer and receives 
multiplexed signals from the plurality of gen- 
eral serial interfaces. The multiplexer oper- 
ates at a second data rate that is a multiple of 
the first data rate. Generally, a system and 
method in accordance with the present inven- 
tion allows for the multiplexing of a general 
purpose serial interface (GPSI) to reduce the 
pin count in some cases by as much as 75 
% and also synchronize the MAC/PHY in- 
terface. In this example, the multiplexer in- 
terface uses a total of 7 pins and supports a 
total of four MAOPHY connections. If only 
GPS Is were utilized, 28 pins would be re- 
quired for this function. The same multiplexing technique will also reduce the MAC/PI IY interface in four 100Mbps connections from 56 
pins for a four port system to 18 pins. In each example the multiplexer interface will operate at four times the speed of the general serial 
interface. 
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A METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR REDUCING THE PIN COUNT 
REQUIRED FOR THE INTERCONNECTIONS OF CONTROLLER 
DEVICES AND PHYSICAL DEVICES IN A NETWORK 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates generally to networks and more particularly to a 
system and method for reducing the pin count for interconnections within such a network. 
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Ethernet switches arc multi-port devices that arc utilized in networks. The switches 
provide connections to several clients simultaneously. Each of the switches typically 
include Media Access Controller (MAC) devices that interface with Physical (PHY) 
devices. Typically, these devices require a specified number of pins to interface one MAC 
device with one PHY device. In addition, as the overall speed of the network increases 
generally the number of pins required for the interfaces also increases. Both of these 
factors generally increase the cost of the resultant switch. To illustrate these problems with 
an example, refer now to Figure I in conjunction with the following discussion. 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of a six (6) port Ethernet switch 10. The switch 10 
comprises a switch fabric 12, six IEEE 802.3 Media Access Control (MAC) devices 14 
and six individual Physical (PHY) devices 16. Each PHY device as is seen is connected to 
a station 18. Each MAC device 14 connects to a corresponding PHY device 16 using 
several electrical connections. Typically, 10 Mbps MAC/PHY connections require 7 pins 
and 100Mbps MAC/PHY connections require 1 8 pins. Current generations of switch 
devices generally provide separate silicon pieces for the MAC and the PHY. As silicon 
processes improve, both the MAC functions and the PHY functions become integrated, 
often resulting in a single piece of silicon containing multiple (e.g., 4) MACs and multiple 
PHYs(e.g.,4). 
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As shown in Figure 1, when multiple MAC devices 14 need to be connected to 
multiple PHY devices 16, a separate serial interface 20 is required for every MAC/PHY 
connection. Therefore, as the total number of device pairs increases or as the integration 
of PHY devices and MAC devices increases, the total pin count grows linearly. For 
example, a 10 Mbps quad physical layer device connected to a quad 1 0 Mbps MAC device 
will require a total of 28 pins and octal devices will require 56 pins. For 100 Mbps 
connections, the problem increases dramatically, a quad 100Mbps MAC/PHY interconnect 
will require a total of 72 pins and octal devices will require 144 pins. Increasing the pin 
count generally increases the package size, resulting in an increase in silicon and system 
cost. Therefore, it is beneficial to provide a method and system to reduce the number of 
total pins required for highly integrated MAC/PHY devices. 

Accordingly, what is needed is a method and system that allows for a reduced pin 
count for the MAC/PHY connections in conventional networks as well as when network 
speeds increase. The system and method should be cost effective, easily implemented and 
compatible with existing network architectures.Thc present invention addresses such a 
need. 

SUMMARY 

The present invention comprises a system and method for reducing the pin count 
between a plurality of MAC and PHY devices within a switching element. In this 
embodiment, the switching element includes a plurality of general serial interfaces for 
providing connections between respective MAC and PHY devices and each of the plurality 
of general serial interfaces operates at a first data rate. The system and method comprises 
a multiplexer coupled to the plurality of general serial interfaces and a pad member 
including a plurality of pins. The pad member is coupled to the multiplexer and receives 
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multiplexed signals from the plurality of general serial interfaces. The multiplexer operates 
at a second data rate that is a multiple of the first data rate. 

Generally, a system and method in accordance with the present invention allows for 
the multiplexing of a general purpose serial interface (GPSI) to reduce the pin count in 
some cases by as much as 75% and also synchronize the MAC/PHY interface. In this 
example, the multiplexer interface uses a total of 7 pins and supports a total of four 
MAC/PHY connections. If only GPSIs were utilized, 28 pins would be required for this 
function. The same multiplexing technique will also reduce the MAC/PHY interface in 
four 100Mbps connections from 56 pins for a four port system to 1 8 pins. In each 
example, the multiplexer interface will operate at four times the speed of the general serial 
interface. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of a six (6) port Ethernet switch. 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of prior art General Purpose Serial Interface (GPSI) 
which is utilized few* MAC/PHY interconnections. 

Figure 3 illustrates the multiplexer interface signals in accordance with the present 
invention. 

Figure 4 is a block diagram of the multiplexer interface in accordance with the 
present invention. 

Figure 5 shows the signal timing for multiplexed interface of Figures 3 and 4. 
DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The present invention relates to an improvement in the MACVPHY interface in a 
network. The following description is presented to enable chic of ordinary skill in the art 
to make and use the invention and is provided in the context of a patent application and its 
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requirements. Various modifications to the preferred embodiment will be readily apparent 
to those skilled in the art and the generic principles herein may be applied to other 
embodiments. Thus, the present invention is not intended to be limited to the embodiment 
shown but is to be accorded the widest scope consistent with the principles and features 
described herein. 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of prior art General Purpose Serial Interface (GPSI) 
100 which is utilized for MAC/PHY interconnections. Each of the connections between 
MAC devices and PHY devices uses a (in this embodiment 1 0 Mbps) General Purpose 
Serial Interface (GPSI) The GPSI interface 100 in a preferred embodiment uses a total of 
7 pins (TXCLK, TXDATA, TXEN, RXCLK. RXDATA, CRS and COL). TXCLK, 
TXEN and TXDATA are used to transfer serial Non Return to Zero (NRZ) data from the 
MAC to the PHY. When TXEN enable is valid, serial data is transferred synchronously 
with TXCLK. TXCLK is being sourccd from the PHY to the MAC and is constantly 
running. RXCLK and RXDAT A transfer data from the PHY to the MAC. Each pin is 
explained in some detail below. 

TXCLK: This is an input from the PHY to the MAC and is a clock signal (typically 
10 Mbps) that is synchronized to the network rate. It is always active. 

TXDATA: This is an output from the MAC to the PHY and consists of 100Mbps NRZ 
data to be transmitted onto the network. It is synchronous with TXCLK. 

TXEN: This is an output from the MAC to the PHY and is a control signal that 

when valid indicates that the data on the TXDATA lines is valid data to be transmitted 
onto the network. 



COL: This is an input from the PHY to the MAC that indicates that the PHY has 
detected a collision on the medium. COL is a signal that is used by all Ethernet M ACs as 
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CRS: This is an input from the PHY to the MAC that indicates that the PHY has 
detected transmit or receive activity on the medium. CRS is a signal that is used by all 
Ethernet MACs as part of their IEEE 802.3 functions. 

RXDATA: This is an input from the PHY to the MAC that provides NRZ data 
(typically 10 Mbps) received from the network. It is synchronous with RXCLK. 

RXCLK; This is an input from the PHY to the MAC that provides a 1 0 Mbps 
reference clock that is used to latch incoming network data. RXCLK and TXCLK arc 
asynchronous and RXCLK is only valid when RXDATA is valid. At times when there is 
no network data incoming, RXCLK is not running. 

Although this interface operates adequately in some network environments as 
networks becomes faster the pin count increases. For example, in a 1 0 Mbps network, a 
total of 28 pins are required to provide these interconnections. As has been before 
mentioned, these additional pins can significantly increase the cost of each device and 
therefore significantly increase the overall cost of the network. In addition, as has also 
been previously mentioned, as higher speed networks such as 1 00Mbps are introduced, the 
pin count problem increases dramatically. 

Accordingly, in the present invention a multiplexer interface is utilized with a 
plurality of serial interfaces to reduce the overall pin count of the devices. The multiplexer 
accomplishes this by operating at a data rate that is a multiple of the data rate of the serial 
interfaces. 

To more particularly describe the operation of a system and method in accordance 
with the present invention, refer now to following discussion in conjunction with the 
accompanying figures. Referring now to Figure 3 what is shown are the multiplexer 
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interface signals between a MAC 14 and PHY 16 in accordance with the present invention. 
The multiplexer interface of the preferred embodiment uses a total of 7 pins (CLOCK, 
TXDATA, TXEN, COL, CRS, RXDATA, and RXDATA VALID) for every four GPSI 
connections (normally 28 pins in the prior art). There is also a reset pin for allowing for 
the receipt and transmission of data. 

The description of the pins is given below: 

CLOCK: This is an input from the system. Both TXDATA and RXDATA 
arc synchronous to CLOCK. 

TXDATA: This is a multiplexed output from the MAC to the PHY and consists 
of 1 0 Mbps NRZ data to be transmitted onto the network. 

TXEN: This is a multiplexed output from the MAC to the PHY and is a 

control signal that when valid indicates that the data on the TXDATA lines is valid data to 
be transmitted onto the network. 

COL. This is a multiplexed input from the PHY to the MAC that indicates that 
the PHY has detected a collision on the medium. 

CRS: This is a multiplexed input from the PHY to the MAC that indicates that 
the PHY has detected transmit or receive activity on the medium. 

RXDATA: This is a multiplexed input from the PHY to the MAC that provides 
10 Mbps NRZ data received from the network. It is synchronous with RXCLK. 

RXDATA VALID: This is a multiplexed input from the PHY to the MAC that is 
a control signal indicating that data on the RXDATA lines is valid. 

Referring now to Figure 4 what is shown is a block diagram of the multiplexer 
interface 200 in accordance with the present invention. The multiplexer interface 200 
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includes a multiplexer 202 which receives and multiplexes signals from a plurality of GPSIs 
100. The multiplexer interface 200 also includes a pad member 204 which includes a 
predetermined number of pins for transferring the multiplexed signals. The multiplexer is 
controlled by a system clock which runs at a multiple of the data rate of the GPSJs. 

The multiplexer interface 200 utilizes a plurality of elasticity buffers (an elasticity 
buffer 206 per network interface) coupled to the multiplexer 202 in order to rate match the 
frequency of the incoming received data to the rate of the synchronous CLOCK signal. 
Data is clocked into the elasticity FIFO 202 at the network rate and clocked out to the 
MAC at the CLOCK rate. 

In a preferred embodiment, the multiplexer interface 200 time division multiplexes 
(TDM) multiple independent sets of signals (in this case 4 sets of 7) onto a single pad that 
includes a predetermined number of pins, in this case, seven pins. This is accomplished by 
operating the multiplexer interface at a multiple times the original data rate. 

Also in a preferred embodiment, the multiplexer interface 200 runs at 40 MHz and 
all data transfers on RXDATA and TXDATA are synchronous with the single 40MHz 
CLOCK signal. TXEN is used in the same manner as before. Since data on RXDATA is 
synchronous with a continuously running clock, there is an additional RXDATA VALID 
signal that is used to determine when data on the RXDATA bus is valid. 

Figure 5 shows the signal timing for multiplexed interface of Figures 3 and 4. In 
this embodiment, the multiplexer interface divides the 40MHz clock into four separate 
clock phases or slots. Each phase of a 40MHz clock accounts for a single slot for each of 
the four channels. Each of the four GPSI channels uses one of the four slots or phases to 
transmit and receive data and indicate COL and CRS. The transmit data for the first 
channel 0 are sent on the first phase of CLOCK, the transmit data for the second phase are 
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sent on the second phase of CLOCK, etc M as shown. The phases of the clock signal arc 
referenced to the reset signal being active. 

On the phase of CLOCK in which transmit data for channel 2 is being sent, data, 
COL and CRS is received for channel 0. Successive clock edges increment the channel 
slot number in repetitive fashion. The channel order is from 0 to 1 to 2 to 3. All signal 
pins are synchronous to CLOCK. 

Accordingly, a multiplexer interface in accordance with the present invention 
provides the advantages of: 

-Significantly reducing the pin count (in this case from 28 pins to 7 pins). In the 
general case, a number of sets of GPSI interfaces can be multiplexed onto a single 
interface by operating at a higher clock rate. For example, to multiplex 4 GPSI interfaces, 
requires a 40MHz multiplexer interface, to multiplex 8 GPSI interfaces will require an 
80MHz interface. 

-It synchronizes the input data stream (network timing) with the system clock. 
Although the system and method has been described in accordance with the 
embodiments shown, one of ordinary skill in the art will readily recognize that there could 
be variations to the embodiments and those variations would be within the spirit and scope 
of the above described system and method. For example, although the GPSI interfaces are 
described as the serial interfaces, other serial interfaces such as, for example, the IEEE 
802.3 Mil Media Independent Interface (Mil) could be utilized and their use would be 
within the spirit and scope of the present invention. In another example, although the data 
rate of the multiplexer interface is four times the data rate of the serial interface as 
disclosed in the application the data rate can be any multiple of the data rate of the serial 
interface and that use would be within the spirit and scope of the present invention. 
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Finally, it should be understood that although the disclosed multiplexer interface utilizes 
seven pins, the number of pins is not the critical feature; the critical feature being that 
number of pins in the multiplexer interface is a subset of the total pins of the general 
purpose serial interfaces. Accordingly, many modifications may be made by one of 
ordinary skill in the art without departing from the spirit and scope of the appended claims. 
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CLAIMS 

1 . A system for reducing a pin count between a plurality of media access 
controller (MAC) and physical (PHY) devices within a switching element the switching 
element including a plurality of general serial interfaces for providing connections between 
respective MAC and PHY devices, each of the plurality of serial interfaces operating at a 
first data rate, the system comprising: 

a multiplexer coupled to the plurality of serial interfaces; and 
a pad member including a plurality of pins; the pad member coupled to the 
multiplexer for receiving multiplexed signals from the plurality of serial interfaces; the 
multiplexer operating at a second data rate that is a multiple of the first data rate. 

2. The system of claim 1 in which the plurality of serial interfaces comprise a 
plurality of general purpose serial interfaces (GPSIs). 

3. The system of claim 1 in which the multiplexer is controlled by a system 

clock. 

4. The system of claim 3 in which the serial interface is controlled by a clock 
signal provided by the PHY device that is synchronized to the system clock. 

5. The system of claim 4 in which the system includes a plurality of elasticity 
buffers coupled to the multiplexer for synchronizing the system. 

6. A method for reducing a pin count between a plurality of media access 
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controller (MAC) and physical (PHY) devices within a switching element, the switching 
element including a plurality of general serial interfaces for providing connections between 
respective MAC and PHY devices, each of the plurality of serial interfaces operating at a 
first data rate, the method comprising the steps of: 

(a) providing a multiplexer coupled to the plurality of serial interfaces; 

and 

(b) providing a pad member including a plurality of pins; the pad 
member coupled to the multiplexer for receiving multiplexed signals from the plurality of 
serial interfaces; the multiplexer operating at a second data rate that is a multiple of the 
first data rate. 

7. The method of claim 6 in which the plurality of serial interfaces comprise a 
plurality of general purpose serial interfaces (GPSIs). 

8. The method of claim 6 in which the multiplexer is controlled by a system 

clock. 

9. The method of claim 8 in which the serial interface is controlled by a clock 
signal provided by the PHY device that is synchronized to the system clock. 

10. The method of claim 9 in which the system includes a plurality of elasticity 
buffers coupled to the multiplexer for synchronizing the system. 
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